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1
ACCELERATED FITTING OF COCHLEAR
IMPLANTS BASED ON CURRENT SPREAD

This application claims priority from U.S. Provisional
Patent Application 61/382,996, filed Sep. 15, 2010, which is
incorporated herein by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to medical implants, and
more specifically to fit customization in audio prosthesis sys-
tems such as cochlear implant systems.

BACKGROUND ART

A normal ear transmits sounds as shown in FIG. 1 through
the outer ear 101 to the tympanic membrane (eardrum) 102,
which moves the bones of the middle ear 103 (malleus, incus,
and stapes) that vibrate the oval window and round window
openings of the cochlea 104. The cochlea 104 is a long narrow
duct wound spirally about its axis for approximately two and
a half turns. It includes an upper channel known as the scala
vestibuli and a lower channel known as the scala tympani,
which are connected by the cochlear duct. The cochlea 104
forms an upright spiraling cone with a center called the modi-
olar where the spiral ganglion cells of the acoustic nerve 113
reside. In response to received sounds transmitted by the
middle ear 103, the fluid-filled cochlea 104 functions as a
transducer to generate electric pulses which are transmitted to
the cochlear nerve 113, and ultimately to the brain.

Hearing is impaired when there are problems in the ability
to transduce external sounds into meaningful action poten-
tials along the neural substrate of the cochlea 104. To improve
impaired hearing, auditory prostheses have been developed.
For example, when the impairment is related to operation of
the middle ear 103, a conventional hearing aid may be used to
provide acoustic-mechanical stimulation to the auditory sys-
tem in the form of amplified sound. Or when the impairment
is associated with the cochlea 104, a cochlear implant with an
implanted stimulation electrode can electrically stimulate
auditory nerve tissue with small currents delivered by mul-
tiple electrode contacts distributed along the electrode.

FIG. 1 also shows some components of a typical cochlear
implant system which includes an external microphone that
provides an audio signal input to an external signal processor
111 where various signal processing schemes can be imple-
mented. The processed signal is then converted into a digital
data format, such as a sequence of data frames, for transmis-
sion into the implant 108. Besides receiving the processed
audio information, the implant 108 also performs additional
signal processing such as error correction, pulse formation,
etc., and produces a stimulation pattern (based on the
extracted audio information) that is sent through an electrode
lead 109 to an implanted electrode array 110. Typically, this
electrode array 110 includes multiple electrodes on its surface
that provide selective stimulation of the cochlea 104.

Cochlear implant systems employ stimulation strategies
that provide high-rate pulsatile stimuli in multi-channel elec-
trode arrays. One specific example is the “Continuous Inter-
leaved Sampling (CIS)”-strategy, as described by Wilson et
al., Better Speech Recognition With Cochlear Implants,
Nature, vol. 352:236-238 (1991), which is incorporated
herein by reference. For CIS, symmetrical biphasic current
pulses are used, which are strictly non-overlapping in time.
The rate per channel typically is higher than 800 pulses/sec.
Other stimulation strategies may be based on simultaneous
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activation of electrode currents. These approaches have
proven to be successtul in giving high levels of speech rec-
ognition.

For an audio prosthesis such as a cochlear implant to work
correctly, some patient-specific operating parameters need to
be determined in a fit adjustment procedure where the type
and number of operating parameters are device dependent
and stimulation strategy dependent. Possible patient-specific
operating parameters for a cochlear implant include:

THR, (lower detection threshold of stimulation amplitude)
for Electrode 1

MCL, (most comfortable loudness) for Electrode 1

Phase Duration for Electrode 1

THR, for Electrode 2

MCL, for Electrode 2

Phase Duration for Electrode 2

Pulse Rate

Number of fine structure channels

Compression

Parameters of frequency—electrode mapping

Parameters describing the electrical field distribution

One approach for an objective measurement of MCLs and
THLs is based on the measurement of the EAPs (Electrically
Evoked Action Potentials), as described by Gantz et al., Intra-
operative Measures of Electrically Evoked Auditory Nerve
Compound Action Potentials, American Journal of Otology
15 (2):137-144 (1994), which is incorporated herein by ref-
erence. In this approach, a recording electrode in the scala
tympani of the inner ear is used. The overall response of the
auditory nerve to an electrical stimulus is measured very close
to the position of the nerve excitation. This neural response is
caused by the super-position of single neural responses at the
outside of the axon membranes. The amplitude of the EAP at
the measurement position is between 10 pV and 1800 pV.

One common method for fit adjustment is to behaviorally
find the threshold (THR) and most comfortable loudness
(MCL) value for each separate stimulation electrode. See for
example, Ratz, Fitting Guide for First Fitting with MAESTRO
2.0, MED-EL, Fiirstenweg 77a, 6020 Innsbruck, 1.0 Edition,
2007. AW 5420 Rev. 1.0 (English_EU); incorporated herein
by reference. Other alternatives/extensions are sometimes
used with a reduced set of operating parameters; e.g. as sug-
gested by Smoorenburg, Cochlear Implant Ear Marks, Uni-
versity Medical Centre Utrecht, 2006; U.S. Patent Applica-
tion 20060235332; which are incorporated herein by
reference. Typically each stimulation channel is fitted sepa-
rately without using the information from already fitted chan-
nels. The stimulation current on a given electrode typically is
increased in steps from zero until the MCL (most comfortable
loudness) is reached.

These tests are quite time consuming and several
approaches have been developed to accelerate the fitting pro-
cess. One approach uses a flat map, i.e. the same MCL value
on all stimulation channels so that only one channel needs to
be fitted. Another approach is to increase stimulation current
during fitting on N adjacent channels simultaneously from
zero onwards and thereby fit N adjacent channels simulta-
neously. These and similar approaches do save time, however,
they have the disadvantage ignoring channel-specific particu-
larities such as markedly different MCL values on different
channels. A third fitting approach does not start from zero
current when fitting a channel, but rather from some other
fixed initial value, but this initial value can sometimes be too
high or too low for some channels.

SUMMARY

Embodiments of the present invention are directed to fit-
ting an implanted cochlear implant electrode array having
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stimulation electrodes to the implanted patient. A first unfit
stimulation electrode is fit to the patient by determining a
most comfortable loudness (MCL) value. Then an MCL value
is determined for each remaining unfit stimulation electrode
starting from an initial fitting current based on current spread
characteristics of at least one already fit stimulation electrode.

The current spread characteristics may be represented by
an exponential decay function and/or may be based on a
voltage profile measured along the electrode array. The initial
fitting current may further be based on a fixed percentage of
the MCL value for an already fit stimulation electrode. The at
least one already fit stimulation electrode may be a next more
apical or a next more basal stimulation electrode.

Embodiments also include a cochlear implant fitting sys-
tem using a method according to any of the above, and a
computer program product implemented in a computer read-
able storage medium for fitting an implanted electrode of a
cochlear implant to an implanted patient and including pro-
gram code for performing a method according to any of the
above.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows anatomical structures in a human ear having
a cochlear implant system.

FIG. 2 shows a block diagram of a cochlear implant fitting
system according to one specific embodiment of the present
invention.

FIG. 3 shows an example of using electrode current spread
for setting the initial MCL fit point.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Embodiments of the present invention are directed to a
method and a system which provides a starting point for the
fitting of each stimulation electrode. Already fit stimulation
electrode channels are used to quickly and accurately deter-
mine MCL values for each remaining stimulation electrodes
taking into account current spread characteristics of the
cochlea.

FIG. 2 shows a block diagram of a cochlear implant fitting
system according to one specific embodiment of the present
invention. Control Unit 201 for Recording and Stimulation,
for example, a Med-El Maestro CI system, generates stimu-
lation signals and analyzes response measurements. Con-
nected to the Control Unit 201 is an Interface Box 202, for
example, a Diagnostic Interface System such as the DIB II
conventionally used with the Maestro CI system that formats
and distributes the input and output signals between the Con-
trol Unit 201 and the system components implanted in the
Patient 206. For example, as shown in FIG. 2, there may be an
Interface Lead 203 connected at one end to the Interface Box
202 and at the other end having Electrode Plug 207 that then
divides into a Cochlear Implant Electrode 204 and an Extra-
Cochlear Ground Electrode 205. After delivering a stimula-
tion pulse, a Cochlear Implant Electrode 204 may be used as
a sensing element to determine current and voltage charac-
teristics of the adjacent tissue, for example, for use measuring
current spread.

Control Unit 201 fits a first unfit Cochlear Implant Elec-
trode 204 to the patient by determining a most comfortable
loudness (MCL) value for that electrode. Control Unit 201
then determines an MCL value for each remaining unfit
Cochlear Implant Electrode 204 starting from an initial fitting
current based on current spread characteristics of at least one
already fit Cochlear Implant Electrode 204.
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US 2009036962 describes one specific possible current
spread model where the spread decays approximately expo-
nentially and can be expressed by:

I(x) = Iexp(—;) (Eq. 1)

where I(x) is the current at some distance x from stimulus I,
and A is a decay constant. For electrode arrays with equidis-
tant distance d between the electrode contacts, the decay on
next neighboring electrode can be expressed as in Equation 2
by an exponential function with base o

1(;;(3;1) - (_ %) -

By reason of the geometrical structure (narrowing tube), two
exponential constants in directions apical () and basal ()
respectively model the electrode current spread. The resulting
current at the location of electrode m when electrode n is
stimulated with current I, is given by:

Eq. (2)

I,.,,=L,0"™ for m<n, and

Lo =IB"™ for m=n Eq. 3)

For example, for an electrode spacing of d=2.4 mm, o and §
are typically around 0.75 and 0.70 respectively. Telemetry
measurements can be taken inside the cochlea to measure the
voltage profile along the electrode array when a stimulus
pulse is applied on the electrode array. The two decay con-
stants are reflected in the measured voltage profile and can
then be assessed in each individual patient.

After fitting of the first stimulation electrode (e.g., by start-
ing from zero), the next (or more distant) apical or basal
electrode is fitted by starting at the corresponding level
obtained from the current spread of the previous fitted elec-
trode rather than from zero or any other (arbitrarily) estimated
level. This can be done directly when pulse phase durations
are identical. If that is not the case, then rather than current
levels as such, charge levels, the product of current I and pulse
phase duration T can be used as shown in Equation 4 to take
into account different pulse phase durations on individual
electrode channels:

Q=IT Eq. (4)

For example with reference to FIG. 3, assume that Elec-
trode 7 was the first electrode in the array to be fit to the MCL
for the implanted patient. FIG. 3 shows an exemplary starting
point for channel 8 is denoted as Point A, and an exemplary
starting point for channel 6 is denoted as Point B. This will be
continued for all channels until their respective MCLs are
determined. More specifically, when electrode E7 is stimu-
lated at 800 pA (MCL) as shown, assuming that a=0.75 and
[=0.70, then the current spread will be as shown by the gray
area under the exponential decay curves. (For convenience,
only the current spread caused by the anodic stimulus phase
of a biphasic pulse is depicted). In the given case, the next
basally electrode E8 can only eliciting new neuronal struc-
tures if the released current exceeds Point A with 560 pA (800
LA*0.70, as given by Equation 3). On the next apically elec-
trode E6 the initial fitting current needs to start at Point B with
600 pA (800 pA*0.75, as given by Equation 3).

The consideration of the current spread of the previously
fitted electrodes leads to safe and effective starting points for
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the fitting of the next electrode. Here, safe means that the
loudness at the starting point can not exceed the loudness
(MCL) of the previously fitted electrode because no addi-
tional regions of neurons can be activated by this stimulation
level. So with respect to FIG. 3, because the perceived loud-
ness is primarily a function of the applied charge in neuronal
structures, the perceptive loudness at these levels (E6=560 pA
and E8=600 pA) cannot exceed the loudness as given for
E7=800 pA because no additional neurons are activated, as
stated before. Thus, the dotted lines in the grey area below
Points A and B indicate unnecessary fitting current incre-
ments which are used in a traditional fitting procedure, but
omitted here. Take for example the case of a flat-map fitting
wherein the MCL of all 12 electrodes is 800 pA, then in a
traditional fitting procedure (essentially corresponding to a
calculation wherein o and [ are set to 0) a range of 12*800
LA=960 pA has to be passed during the fitting procedure. By
contrast, following the fit procedure as described above with
a typical decay (a=0.75; p=0.70), then only 800 nA+11*200
LA=3000 pA has to be passed during the fitting when fitting
is performed consecutively from base to apex. This indicates
that a fitting can be performed in only ~30% of the time of a
traditional fitting. In some embodiment, an additional safety
distance to Point A or Point B may be introduced by starting
some safety margin (e.g. 10%) below Points A and B for
fitting electrode channels 8 and 6 respectively.

It may be that the most efficient specific sequence is to fit
electrode channels going in the direction of shallower current
decay. This is because when assuming a relatively even MCL
profile across the electrode channels, then the starting point
for fitting of the next electrode as derived from Equation 3
will be closer to the final MCL if the decay is shallower.

Embodiments of the present invention are only based on
the electrically conductivity of the fluid and the resulting field
distribution (channel crosstalk inside the scala tympani), and
do not assume any particular kind of neural survival or neural
responses. The amount of this channel crosstalk is directly
affected by the distance between the electrodes (typically
0.75-2.4 mm). If some cases the amount of channel crosstalk
may be higher, but this may not pose a problem because the
initial fitting current starts at a lower level (assuming equal
distances between electrodes). In addition, neural survival
differences also should not be a problem—in the case that the
region around a neighboring electrode delivers the biggest
neural response (best neural survival), then the MCL of the
current electrode is more related on the region of the neigh-
boring electrode. In other words, when a fitting is performed
for this electrode channel, all the neurons within the special
profile are involved into the loudness percept. As long as a
stimulus on any other electrode is below this profile, no louder
percept can be elicited with this stimulus because no new/
additional neurons are involved.

The approach described above may be more accurate than
interpolating unmeasured channels based on MCL values of
measured channels. Nevertheless, in some arrangements it
may be useful to combine both approaches. And rather than
modeling current spread based on exponential functions as
described above, some embodiments of the present invention
may use other appropriate current spread modeling functions.
Or rather than using a mathematical function to model elec-
trode current spread, the measured voltage profile of the
telemetry measurement itself may be used directly after
removing/canceling any signal artifacts (stimulation and
recording artifacts). Or instead of using a current spread func-
tion to estimate the starting point of the next electrode channel
in a fitting, a fixed percentage of the lowest previous mea-
sured MCL can be used, or a combination of both. In addition,
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current spread approach can also be used as the basis for
estimating other implant system values such as electrically
evoked compound action potential (eCAP), electrically
evoked auditory brain stem responses (EABR), and electri-
cally elicited stapedius reflex threshold (ESRT) values.

Embodiments of the invention may be implemented in
whole or in part in any conventional computer programming
language. For example, preferred embodiments may be
implemented in a procedural programming language (e.g.,
“C”) or an object oriented programming language (e.g.,
“C++”, Python). Alternative embodiments of the invention
may be implemented as pre-programmed hardware elements,
other related components, or as a combination of hardware
and software components.

For example, a pseudo code representation of a generic
embodiment might be set forth as follows:

Process ChannelFitting
determine MCL for first unfit electrode
for each remaining unfit stimulation electrode
set initial fitting current = f(CS__already_ fit)
determine MCL

Embodiments can be implemented in whole or in part as a
computer program product for use with a computer system.
Such implementation may include a series of computer
instructions fixed either on a tangible medium, such as a
computer readable medium (e.g., a diskette, CD-ROM,
ROM, or fixed disk) or transmittable to a computer system,
via a modem or other interface device, such as a communi-
cations adapter connected to a network over a medium. The
medium may be either a tangible medium (e.g., optical or
analog communications lines) or a medium implemented
with wireless techniques (e.g., microwave, infrared or other
transmission techniques). The series of computer instructions
embodies all or part of the functionality previously described
herein with respect to the system. Those skilled in the art
should appreciate that such computer instructions can be
written in a number of programming languages for use with
many computer architectures or operating systems. Further-
more, such instructions may be stored in any memory device,
such as semiconductor, magnetic, optical or other memory
devices, and may be transmitted using any communications
technology, such as optical, infrared, microwave, or other
transmission technologies. Itis expected that such a computer
program product may be distributed as a removable medium
with accompanying printed or electronic documentation
(e.g., shrink wrapped software), preloaded with a computer
system (e.g., on system ROM or fixed disk), or distributed
from a server or electronic bulletin board over the network
(e.g., the Internet or World Wide Web). Of course, some
embodiments of the invention may be implemented as a com-
bination of both software (e.g., a computer program product)
and hardware. Still other embodiments of the invention are
implemented as entirely hardware, or entirely software (e.g.,
a computer program product).

Although various exemplary embodiments of the invention
have been disclosed, it should be apparent to those skilled in
the art that various changes and modifications can be made
which will achieve some of the advantages of the invention
without departing from the true scope of the invention.

What is claimed is:

1. A cochlear implant fitting system for fitting an implanted
cochlear implant electrode array having a plurality of stimu-
lation electrodes to the implanted patient, the system com-
prising:
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means for fitting a first unfit stimulation electrode by deter-
mining a most comfortable loudness (MCL) value; and

means for determining an MCL value for at least one
remaining unfit stimulation electrode starting from an
initial fitting current value determined from an exponen-
tial decay curve representing current spread character-
istics of MCL-level stimulation current of at least one
already fit stimulation electrode.

2. A system according to claim 1, wherein the initial fitting
current value further is based on a fixed percentage of the
MCL value for an already fit stimulation electrode.

3. A system according to claim 1, wherein the at least one
already fit stimulation electrode is adjacent in a more apical
direction from the unfit stimulation electrode being fit.

4. A system according to claim 1, wherein the at least one
already fit stimulation electrode is adjacent in a more basal
direction from the unfit stimulation electrode being fit.

5. A computer program product implemented in a non-
transitory computer readable storage medium for fitting an
implanted cochlear implant electrode array having a plurality
of stimulation electrodes to the implanted patient, the product
comprising:

program code for fitting a first unfit stimulation electrode

by determining a most comfortable loudness (MCL)
value; and

program code for determining an MCL value for at least

one remaining unfit stimulation electrode starting from
an initial fitting current value determined from an expo-
nential decay curve representing current spread charac-
teristics of MCL-level stimulation current of at least one
already fit stimulation electrode.
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6. A product according to claim 5, wherein the initial fitting
current value further is based on a fixed percentage of the
MCL value for an already fit stimulation electrode.
7. A product according to claim 5, wherein the at least one
already fit stimulation electrode is adjacent in a more apical
direction from the unfit stimulation electrode being fit.
8. A product according to claim 5, wherein the at least one
already fit stimulation electrode is adjacent in a more basal
direction from the unfit stimulation electrode being fit.
9. A method of fitting an implanted cochlear implant elec-
trode array having a plurality of stimulation electrodes to the
implanted patient, the method comprising:
fitting a first unfit stimulation electrode by determining a
most comfortable loudness (MCL) value; and

determining an MCL value for at least one remaining unfit
stimulation electrode starting from an initial fitting cur-
rent value determined from an exponential decay curve
representing current spread characteristics of MCL-
level stimulation current of at least one already fit stimu-
lation electrode.

10. A method according to claim 9, wherein the initial
fitting current value further is based on a fixed percentage of
the MCL value for an already fit stimulation electrode.

11. A method according to claim 9, wherein the at least one
already fit stimulation electrode is adjacent in a more apical
direction from the unfit stimulation electrode being fit.

12. A method according to claim 9, wherein the at least one
already fit stimulation electrode is adjacent in a more basal
direction from the unfit stimulation electrode being fit.
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